University of Wollongong

Research Online
Faculty of Creative Arts - Papers (Archive)

Faculty of Arts, Social Sciences & Humanities

1-1-2009

Learning to Write
Catherine Cole
University of Wollongong, ccole@uow.edu.au

Follow this and additional works at: https://ro.uow.edu.au/creartspapers
Part of the Arts and Humanities Commons, and the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation
Cole, Catherine: Learning to Write 2009.
https://ro.uow.edu.au/creartspapers/60

Research Online is the open access institutional repository for the University of Wollongong. For further information
contact the UOW Library: research-pubs@uow.edu.au

Essay:

Learning to write
Author:

Catherine Cole

A

ȱfewȱ monthsȱ agoȱ anȱ articleȱ byȱ theȱ distinguishedȱ Americanȱ authorȱ andȱ
academicȱ Louisȱ Menandȱ appearedȱ inȱ theȱ Newȱ Yorker,ȱ askingȱ whetherȱ
creativeȱ writingȱ canȱ orȱ shouldȱ beȱ taught.ȱ Nowȱ I’veȱ nothingȱ againstȱ theȱ
substanceȱofȱMenand’sȱquestionȱ–ȱaboutȱtheȱmethodsȱandȱvalueȱofȱteachingȱ–ȱbutȱ
I’mȱwearyȱofȱitȱalmostȱalwaysȱbeingȱaskedȱonlyȱofȱwritingȱprograms.ȱCanȱmusic,ȱforȱ
example,ȱ beȱ taught?ȱ Shouldȱ paintingȱ orȱ literatureȱ orȱ historyȱ beȱ taught?ȱ Or,ȱ evenȱ
moreȱunlikely,ȱengineering?ȱTheseȱquestionsȱareȱneverȱasked,ȱandȱasȱaȱresultȱwritingȱ
academicsȱspendȱaȱlotȱofȱtimeȱfeelingȱdefensive.ȱWhyȱareȱpeopleȱalwaysȱputtingȱtheȱ
question,ȱandȱwhyȱdoȱweȱevenȱbothȱtoȱanswerȱit?ȱ
Iȱsuspectȱweȱrespondȱbecauseȱofȱaȱdeepȱanxietyȱthatȱweȱmustȱbeȱdoingȱsomethingȱ
wrong,ȱ despiteȱ allȱ thoseȱ successesȱ –ȱ theȱ alumniȱ prizesȱ andȱ accolades,ȱ ourȱ exȬ
studentsȱonȱtheȱpodiumsȱofȱwriters’ȱfestivalsȱorȱworkingȱasȱpublishersȱandȱeditorsȱorȱ
literaryȱ agentsȱ orȱ bookȱ reviewers.ȱ Theȱ graduatesȱ ofȱ writingȱ programsȱ don’tȱ goȱ
quietlyȱ intoȱ theȱ politelyȱ constrainedȱ writingȱ ofȱ theȱ academy,ȱ theȱ professionalȱ andȱ
anonymousȱ writingȱ ofȱ businessȱ orȱ bureaucracy.ȱ Theirȱ booksȱ areȱ outȱ thereȱ andȱ
visible,ȱandȱwritingȱprogramsȱunashamedlyȱtrumpetȱtheirȱstudents’ȱsuccesses.ȱIt’sȱ
impossibleȱtoȱreadȱanythingȱaboutȱtheȱUniversityȱofȱEastȱAnglia’sȱprogramȱwithoutȱ
mentionȱofȱBradbury,ȱMcEwan,ȱIshiguro,ȱChevalier,ȱEnright.ȱOr,ȱinȱtheȱcaseȱofȱtheȱ
IowaȱWriters’ȱWorkshop,ȱthatȱit’sȱproducedȱsixteenȱPulitzerȱPrizeȱwinnersȱandȱthreeȱ
poetȱ laureates.ȱ Australianȱ writingȱ programsȱ haveȱ theirȱ starsȱ asȱ well,ȱ withȱ theirȱ
students’ȱ nominationsȱ forȱvariousȱ literaryȱawardsȱprominentȱ inȱmarketingȱforȱtheȱ
university’sȱcourses.ȱTheȱmessageȱtoȱpotentialȱstudents:ȱstudyȱwithȱusȱandȱyouȱtooȱ
willȱbecomeȱaȱgreatȱwriter.ȱ

C

reativeȱwriting’sȱdefensivenessȱalsoȱseemsȱconnectedȱtoȱtheȱwaysȱinȱwhichȱitsȱ
academicsȱ areȱ regardedȱ inȱ theȱ academy.ȱ Despiteȱ theȱ longevityȱ ofȱ writingȱ
programsȱ andȱ theirȱ successes,ȱ writingȱ academicsȱ areȱ viewedȱ withȱ scepticismȱ too,ȱ
notȱjustȱbyȱacademicȱcolleaguesȱbutȱbyȱtheirȱwritingȱpeers.ȱIfȱthey’reȱseriousȱaboutȱ
theirȱownȱwriting,ȱwhyȱaren’tȱtheyȱdrivingȱaȱtaxiȱorȱwaitingȱonȱtables,ȱlikeȱactors,ȱorȱ
ekingȱoutȱlifeȱonȱaȱLiteratureȱBoardȱgrant?ȱIt’sȱaȱvariationȱonȱtheȱoldȱjokeȱthatȱthoseȱ
whoȱ canȱ doȱ andȱ thoseȱ whoȱ can’tȱ teachȱ –ȱ andȱ itȱ deniesȱ thatȱ someȱ writers’ȱ careersȱ
encompassȱ bothȱ creativeȱ practiceȱ andȱ education.ȱ Creativityȱ inȱ theȱ academyȱ isȱ
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viewedȱ withȱ suspicion,ȱ toȱ paraphraseȱ theȱ educationalȱ scholarȱ Ericaȱ McWilliam,ȱ
becauseȱitȱremovesȱwritersȱfromȱtheȱromanceȱofȱtheȱartistȱinȱtheȱgarretȱwhoȱhasȱnoȱ
needȱofȱpedagogicalȱengagement,ȱandȱallowsȱusȱtoȱfocusȱonȱwaysȱofȱthinkingȱandȱ
doingȱ thatȱ areȱ observableȱ andȱ replicableȱ processesȱ withinȱ dailyȱ economicȱ andȱ socialȱ life.ȱ
(Theȱ italicsȱ areȱ McWilliam’s.)ȱ Thusȱ creativityȱ becomesȱ lessȱ mystical,ȱ andȱ onceȱ
renderedȱsoȱitȱcanȱbeȱengagedȱintentionallyȱasȱanȱoutcomeȱorȱpedagogicalȱwork.ȱTheȱ
mysteryȱ disappearsȱ andȱ writerȬteachers,ȱ andȱ byȱ implicationȱ theirȱ writerȬstudents,ȱ
areȱ suspectedȱ ofȱ sellingȱ out,ȱ theirȱ writingȱ taintedȱ withȱ theȱ formulaic,ȱ tooȱ
academicallyȱ orȱ theoreticallyȱ engaged,ȱ or,ȱ asȱ anȱ Australianȱ publisherȱ onceȱ joked,ȱ
carryingȱwithinȱitȱ‘theȱstinkȱofȱtheȱacademy’.ȱ
Asȱ inȱ anyȱ otherȱ academicȱ program,ȱ questionsȱ needȱ toȱ beȱ askedȱ aboutȱ theȱ
disciplineȱandȱtheȱmannerȱinȱwhichȱitȱisȱtaught.ȱWhatȱroleȱdoesȱtheȱacademyȱneedȱtoȱ
playȱinȱcultivatingȱstudents’ȱtalents?ȱTheȱwritingȱworkshopȱorȱstudioȱisȱtheȱpopularȱ
modelȱ forȱ teaching,ȱ butȱ doesȱ itȱ serveȱ theȱ needsȱ ofȱ writersȱ inȱ aȱ worldȱ whereȱ
technology,ȱandȱitsȱapplicationȱwithinȱtheȱdiscipline,ȱisȱchangingȱsoȱrapidly?ȱHowȱ
shouldȱstudentsȱengageȱwithȱtheȱwiderȱcommunityȱandȱtheȱindustry?ȱWhatȱcanȱbeȱ
achievedȱ inȱ theȱ twoȱ orȱ threeȱ yearsȱ ofȱ theȱ degree?ȱ Mostȱ writingȱ requiresȱ aȱ slowȱ
gestation,ȱandȱthisȱisȱhardlyȱservedȱbyȱpracticalȱexercisesȱinȱwritingȱworkshopsȱorȱ
rushedȱ novelsȱ forȱ MAsȱ andȱ PhDs.ȱ Whatȱ doȱ weȱ offerȱ studentsȱ inȱ quiet,ȱ reflectiveȱ
time?ȱAreȱweȱleadingȱthemȱtowardsȱtheȱabilityȱtoȱthink,ȱtoȱlistenȱquietlyȱtoȱtheirȱownȱ
thoughts,ȱtoȱreadȱwidelyȱandȱingestȱtheȱworld’sȱfinestȱliteratureȱinȱitsȱmanyȱforms?ȱIsȱ
whatȱweȱareȱofferingȱacademicallyȱrigorous?ȱ

I

nȱresponseȱtoȱthisȱlastȱquestion,ȱanyoneȱfamiliarȱwithȱtheȱcontemporaryȱacademyȱ
knowsȱtheȱdaysȱareȱlongȱgoneȱwhenȱaȱcourseȱcouldȱbeȱtaughtȱwithoutȱstructureȱ
orȱpedagogicalȱrigour.ȱCourseȱguidesȱareȱwrittenȱandȱscrutinisedȱbyȱteachingȱandȱ
learningȱ andȱ accreditationȱ committeesȱ toȱ ensureȱ theȱ readingȱ listsȱ andȱ teachingȱ
approachesȱ areȱ appropriateȱ toȱ anȱ undergraduateȱ orȱ postgraduateȱ degree.ȱ Thereȱ
mustȱbeȱlearningȱoutcomesȱandȱassessmentȱitemsȱthatȱareȱproperlyȱweightedȱtoȱeachȱ
exercise.ȱInȱ practiceȬbasedȱsubjectsȱ suchȱasȱwriting,ȱcriticalȱessaysȱbalanceȱcreativeȱ
work.ȱ
Thisȱdegreeȱofȱstructureȱandȱauditingȱhasȱitsȱdetractors.ȱTheȱlateȱGlendaȱAdams,ȱaȱ
writerȱ andȱ academicȱ atȱ theȱ Universityȱ ofȱ Technologyȱ inȱ Sydney,ȱ believedȱ criticalȱ
studiesȱ andȱ structuredȱ teachingȱ modelsȱ constrainedȱ theȱ creativityȱ ofȱ theȱ writingȱ
workshop.ȱEducationalistsȱsuchȱasȱMarilynȱStrathernȱfearȱtheȱoverȬauditingȱofȱcoursesȱ
constrictsȱ theȱ spaceȱ forȱ experiment,ȱ indecisionȱ andȱ ambiguity.ȱ Andȱ Mihályȱ
Csíkszentmihályi,ȱthatȱgreatȱexpertȱonȱallȱthingsȱcreative,ȱarguesȱagainstȱeducatorsȱwhoȱ
turnȱcreativityȱintoȱaȱseriesȱofȱ‘facileȱexercisesȱwhichȱmilitateȱagainstȱharnessingȱenergyȱ
andȱ imagination’.ȱ McWilliam,ȱ too,ȱ thinksȱ thatȱ teachingȱ creativityȱ inȱ theȱ academyȱ
requiresȱaȱ‘moreȱnuancedȱjudgementȱofȱtheȱqualityȱofȱthoseȱabilitiesȱandȱtheirȱoutcomesȱ
thanȱcurrentlyȱexistsȱinȱmainstreamȱteachingȱandȱassessmentȱpractices’.ȱ
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T

heȱ workshop,ȱ favouredȱ byȱ writingȱ programsȱ inȱ Australiaȱ andȱ overseas,ȱ
remainsȱaȱcontestedȱsite.ȱWhenȱbadlyȱled,ȱworkshopsȱcanȱbeȱplacesȱofȱdespairȱ
forȱstudentsȱandȱteachers.ȱIȱsuspectȱmostȱacademicsȱwouldȱapplaudȱtheȱeducationalȱ
rigourȱthatȱhasȱendedȱtheȱlaissezȬfaireȱapproachȱtoȱworkshopsȱbyȱwritersȱwhoȱwriteȱ
wellȱbutȱteachȱbadly,ȱwereȱunpreparedȱforȱorȱindifferentȱtoȱtheirȱstudent’sȱlearningȱ
needs,ȱandȱpromptedȱstudents’ȱcomplaintsȱthatȱtheyȱhadȱlearnedȱnothingȱofȱwiderȱ
literature,ȱofȱwritingȱorȱediting.ȱ
TheȱAmericanȱwritingȱteacherȱandȱpoetȱReginaldȱShepherdȱhasȱcriticisedȱwritingȱ
workshopsȱforȱreifyingȱtaste,ȱvalorisingȱsincerityȱandȱenshriningȱselfȬexpression,ȱforȱ
blockingȱ ratherȱ thanȱ enhancingȱ students’ȱ development.ȱ Studentsȱ areȱ notȱ
encouragedȱtoȱreadȱwidelyȱandȱareȱignorantȱofȱorȱuninterestedȱinȱtheȱhistoricalȱandȱ
intellectualȱunderpinningsȱofȱwritingȱinȱallȱitsȱforms.ȱOneȱstudent,ȱheȱsays,ȱasked:ȱ
Whyȱareȱyouȱmakingȱusȱreadȱallȱthisȱstuffȱandȱstiflingȱourȱcreativity?ȱAlsoȱofȱconcernȱ
toȱShepherdȱisȱtheȱworkshopȱbecomingȱaȱformȱofȱgroupȱpsychotherapy,ȱaȱplaceȱinȱ
whichȱstudentsȱexpressȱwhat’sȱ‘alreadyȱinsideȱthem’ȱasȱthoughȱitȱwereȱfullyȱformedȱ
andȱjustȱwaitingȱforȱanȱaudienceȱandȱaȱbitȱofȱproddingȱfromȱtheȱteacherȱtoȱbringȱitȱallȱ
forth.ȱȱ
Theȱwritingȱworkshopȱcanȱofferȱaȱcreativeȱcollegialityȱthatȱinspiresȱandȱsustainsȱ
anȱ emergingȱ writer.ȱ Butȱ equally,ȱ asȱ Shepherdȱ hasȱ noted,ȱ workshopsȱ canȱ breedȱ
resistanceȱ toȱ ideas,ȱ toȱ reading,ȱ andȱ beȱ broughtȱ downȱ byȱ students’ȱ resentmentȱ ofȱ
criticismȱorȱsuggestionsȱforȱchangesȱthatȱwouldȱmakeȱaȱpieceȱofȱwritingȱbetter.ȱ
Theȱwritingȱworkshop’sȱgreatestȱpotential,ȱespeciallyȱatȱundergraduateȱlevel,ȱisȱtoȱ
enableȱdevelopingȱwritersȱtoȱexploreȱideasȱthroughȱpractice.ȱCsíkszentmihályiȱseesȱ
suchȱ creativeȱ ‘capacityȱ building’ȱ asȱ requiringȱ groupsȱ ofȱ studentsȱ ‘workingȱ inȱ
conjunctionȱ withȱ eachȱ otherȱ andȱ withȱ staff,ȱ ratherȱ thanȱ inȱ anyȱ individualȱ studentȱ
responseȱtoȱanȱassessmentȱtask’.ȱThisȱchallengesȱtheȱnotionȱofȱwritingȱasȱaȱsolitaryȱ
practice,ȱallowingȱthoseȱstudentsȱkeenȱtoȱworkȱindividuallyȱtoȱwrite,ȱtoȱbeȱreadȱandȱ
editedȱbyȱpeersȱandȱteachers,ȱandȱtoȱdevelopȱaȱwiderȱreadershipȱthroughȱaȱcollectiveȱ
approachȱthatȱallowsȱgreaterȱplayȱtoȱtheȱcreativeȱideaȱandȱallȱitsȱpotential.ȱȱ
Writingȱprogramsȱmightȱalsoȱbenefitȱfromȱexaminingȱtheirȱresistanceȱtoȱtheȱideaȱ
thatȱ developingȱ writingȱ skillsȱ isȱ aȱ slowȱ process.ȱ Doȱ weȱ rushȱ studentsȱ towardsȱ
publicationȱ atȱ theȱ expenseȱ ofȱ lifeȬlongȱ development,ȱ experimentationȱ orȱ widerȱ
reading?ȱByȱlaudingȱthoseȱstudentsȱwho’veȱ‘madeȱit’ȱinȱaȱconservativeȱpublishingȱ
industry,ȱ weȱ riskȱ impartingȱ aȱ conservativeȱ senseȱ ofȱ whatȱ constitutesȱ fineȱ writing.ȱ
Commercial,ȱ yes.ȱ Difficult,ȱ no.ȱ Britishȱ authorȱ Jennyȱ Diskiȱ warnsȱ thatȱ writersȱ whoȱ
writeȱforȱtheȱloveȱofȱitȱareȱinȱforȱaȱdifficultȱtime,ȱcitingȱaȱyoungȱwomanȱfriendȱwhoȱ
‘hadȱaȱnovelȱturnedȱdownȱbyȱaȱpublisherȱbeforeȱtheyȱreadȱitȱbecauseȱtheyȱsentȱitȱfirstȱ
toȱ [theȱ Englishȱ booksellers]ȱ WHȱ Smithȱ whoȱ saidȱ itȱ wouldn’tȱ sell’.ȱ Theȱ writingȱ
academicȱ sometimesȱ seemsȱ doomedȱ toȱ becomeȱ aȱ literaryȱ agent,ȱ promotingȱ thoseȱ
studentsȱwhoseȱworkȱisȱmarketable.ȱAndȱthroughȱthisȱprocess,ȱI’dȱargue,ȱweȱlimitȱ
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theȱwayȱtheyȱthink.ȱManyȱstudentsȱdon’tȱwantȱtoȱstudyȱphilosophyȱorȱculturalȱandȱ
socialȱtheory,ȱorȱexamineȱliteraryȱmovementsȱthatȱrequireȱaȱdeepȱengagement.ȱTheyȱ
wantȱtoȱwriteȱnow,ȱquickly,ȱtoȱgetȱpublished.ȱTheȱuniversityȱwantsȱthemȱtoȱasȱwell,ȱ
becauseȱonȱtheirȱsuccessȱrestsȱtheȱvalidationȱofȱtheȱstudy,ȱtheȱwritingȱprograms.ȱ
ȱ

S

omeȱargueȱthatȱtheȱsolutionȱisȱtoȱonlyȱofferȱwritingȱatȱtheȱpostgraduateȱlevel,ȱ
whenȱstudentsȱ haveȱalreadyȱencounteredȱtheȱideasȱtheyȱseemȱsoȱreluctantȱtoȱ
engageȱ withȱ inȱ writingȱ classes.ȱ There’sȱ alsoȱ aȱ viewȱ thatȱ undergraduatesȱ areȱ tooȱ
youngȱandȱinexperiencedȱtoȱhaveȱlivedȱlifeȱfullyȱenoughȱtoȱwriteȱaboutȱit.ȱForȱthem,ȱ
theȱ postgraduateȱ advocatesȱ argue,ȱ writingȱ classesȱ areȱ alwaysȱ moreȱ aboutȱ selfȬ
expressionȱthanȱengagementȱwithȱideas.ȱ
Iȱdisagree.ȱDrusillaȱModjeskaȱandȱIȱonceȱtalkedȱaboutȱmemorableȱundergraduateȱ
studentsȱ we’dȱ taughtȱ –ȱ studentsȱ whoȱ carriedȱ somethingȱ specialȱ withȱ them,ȱ evenȱ
thoughȱtheyȱwereȱyoungȱandȱinexperiencedȱasȱwriters.ȱModjeskaȱmentionedȱBethȱ
YahpȱandȱBernardȱCohenȱandȱGillianȱMears,ȱundergraduatesȱinȱtheȱearlyȱyearsȱofȱ
theȱ UTSȱ Writingȱ Program.ȱ Iȱ thoughtȱ aboutȱ theȱ recentȱ editionȱ ofȱ Overlandȱ thatȱ
featuredȱpoemsȱbyȱTomȱLeeȱandȱSarahȬJaneȱSmith,ȱbothȱremarkableȱstudentsȱfromȱ
theirȱfirstȱdaysȱatȱuniversityȱ–ȱnotȱjustȱbecauseȱtheyȱwereȱalreadyȱdemonstratingȱfineȱ
writingȱ skills,ȱ butȱ becauseȱ theyȱ possessedȱ aȱ determination,ȱ aȱ joyȱ inȱ writingȱ andȱ aȱ
willȱtoȱexploreȱtheȱfullȱpotentialȱofȱtheirȱideas.ȱ
Universityȱwritingȱprogramsȱshouldȱcontinueȱtoȱbuildȱonȱthisȱ–ȱteachingȱintoȱandȱ
acrossȱliteraryȱstudiesȱandȱotherȱdisciplines.ȱWeȱshouldȱargueȱforȱrigourȱandȱslowȱ
writingȱandȱlifelongȱlearning,ȱforȱsilentȱtimeȱandȱgroupȱactivities,ȱforȱargumentȱandȱ
criticalȱ responsesȱ toȱ badȱ writing,ȱ andȱ forȱ notȱ shyingȱ awayȱ fromȱ complexȱ orȱ
perplexingȱworkȱbecauseȱsomeȱstudentsȱorȱindustryȱpeopleȱdon’tȱlikeȱit.ȱTough,ȱweȱ
shouldȱargue.ȱThisȱisȱaȱuniversity,ȱandȱtheȱintellectȱreignsȱhere.ȱInȱsoȱdoing,ȱweȱallowȱ
ourȱstudentsȱtoȱrejoiceȱinȱtheȱpowerȱofȱwords.ȱȱȱȱ
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